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A RC H I T E C T U R E S  OF L OV E

LUCIE PROHIN

Rhetorics of love in the field
of working-class housing 
in nineteenth-century Europe

Introduction

At first glance, nineteenth-century working-class dwellings might seem quite 
far from the idea of love. Admittedly, a few theorists of the period who tackled 
the question of housing, such as Charles Fourier,1 did grant feelings, including 
feelings of love, a meaningful place in their line of thought. But overall, the ac-
commodations specifically designed for the working classes could be seen as the 
opposite of an architecture of love: their construction has often been deemed the 
result of an economic necessity for industrialists2 or a public health imperative 
for hygienists, motivations that often intertwined with a desire for social control 
of the populations concerned.3

Yet during this same period, conversations surrounding working-class housing 
regularly invoked the notion of love. Indeed, in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, the issue of workers’ dwellings was the subject of countless publications. 
These varied in type (from expository to argumentative) and emanated from 
many different actors, including architects, engineers, industrialists, philan-
thropists,4 social investigators,5 and reformers. Such writings do not enable us to 
discern all the motivations that drove these people, but nonetheless prove valu-
able sources for perceiving the ones they wished to put forward publicly or that 
observers chose to highlight. 

Since the 1960s, many scholars have studied these writings and analysed 
discourse on working-class housing. Hoping to draw up an exhaustive histo-
riographical review of this question would thus be illusory, but it does seem 
important to highlight some of these studies. One could, for instance, think of 
Roger-Henri Guerrand’s use of printed sources in his work The Origins of Social 
Housing in France, published in 1967.6 A few years later, John Nelson Tarn7 and 
Enid Gauldie8 tackled this same topic but focused on the United Kingdom, while 
Marcel Smets studied the Belgian case, explaining, in 1977, that he wanted to 
“confront [...] the reciprocal relationships of facts, declarations and achievements 
to give an overview of the main motivations and ideologies that have dominat-
ed thought on social housing.”9 Over the same period, especially from the 1970s 
onwards, the interrelation between space and social control was the subject of nu-
merous developments in scientific literature, partly echoing studies on housing 
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from the industrial period. Here too, the writings of the dominant classes on 
working-class dwellings were dissected, as many point to the moralising charge 
intended to impart to the domestic environment.10 In France, several research re-
ports on the history of housing carried out during that period (1970s–1980s) on 
behalf of public institutions focused on the study of printed sources, analysing 
the relationship between “the social project, elaborated in discourse, and the 
spatial project, materialised in drawings or in reality.”11 This paper follows in the 
footsteps of these pioneering studies in working-class housing research. I do not 
focus on a particular nation but mobilise examples from several European coun-
tries. In that sense, I am indebted to the comparative studies of the late twentieth 
century, which contrasted several housing reform movements in varied Western 
nations.12 Moreover, although the question of transnational exchange will not ap-
pear explicitly in this paper, it is worth keeping in mind that many of the writings 
analysed did circulate beyond national borders. The emergence of transnational 
networks of actors and circulations of ideas in social reform has already been ev-
idenced by several studies from the late 1990s and 2000s onwards,13 particularly 
in housing.14

Over and above this rich historiography that feeds my research, I draw on a 
specific methodological approach: critical discourse analysis, which analyses dis-
course as “the instrument of power and control as well as […] the instrument of 
the social construction of reality.”15 This lens was directly applied to architecture 
in the early 2000s by Thomas A.  Markus and Deborah Cameron, who, in their 
book The Words Between the Spaces, briefly examined a report on workers’ dwell-
ings dating from 1918.16 Generally speaking, discourse on housing has been the 
subject of numerous articles, often dealing with more contemporary times.17

In short, this paper is in conversation with a vast historiography on working-class 
and social housing and mobilises a methodology already used in this field. But 
it focuses on a so far understudied notion: to my knowledge, no study has taken 
an in-depth look at the mentions of the term “love” in the discourse on workers’ 
dwellings in the nineteenth century. I hypothesise that analysing the uses of that 
notion will enable us to build hitherto little-explored bridges between different 
political and social stakes relating to the question of working-class housing at the 
confluence of three distinct spheres: individual, family, and nation.

This paper thus analyses several types of writings (treatises, reports, texts from 
society newsletters) published on that issue in various European countries dur-
ing the second half of the nineteenth century. Without pretending to draw up 
a complete panorama of the publications that have included this term, which 
would be impossible given the number of studies published on working-class 
housing during this period, the aim is to develop a typology of rhetorical uses 
of “love” and question their architectural and spatial implications. To this end, 
I leave room for long quotations while proposing to recontextualise them and 
make them resonate with each other, thus questioning how these uses of love dif-
fer or converge from one decade and country to another.

1. Love as cause

Discourses related to workers’ dwellings often cited love as a motivating factor 
justifying the interest people had in this issue. This was particularly true for 
those often labelled as “philanthropists,” which is far from surprising given that 
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the Greek roots of “philanthropy” directly refer to the “love of humanity.” In 1899, 
for instance, when the Reverend George T. Lemmon mentioned Octavia Hill and 
George Peabody, two of the best-known philanthropists of the late nineteenth 
century particularly active in the field of working-class housing, he explained 
that it was their “love” that “brought hope into the crowded tenement districts of 
London and thence to all great cities.”18 Social reformers and industrialists them-
selves also invoked love as a motive. It should, however, be highlighted that this 
feeling was often not aimed at the entire working-class population but more spe-
cifically at those who “deserved” it, as evidenced by the vast scholarship on the 
notion of the “deserving poor.”19

I will tackle this first use of the notion only briefly, as numerous studies have 
already examined the concepts of philanthropy, patronage, and paternalism,20 
looking at the often-intertwined motivations of those involved in the improve-
ment of the working classes’ living conditions and questioning the reception of 
their actions. This paper nevertheless provides an opportunity to highlight a few 
key points on how dominant classes summoned the term “love” to describe their 
relationship with workers and especially to question the religious subtext of this 
notion.

Although we often regard the second half of the nineteenth century as a period 
of progressive secularisation in Europe, Christian morality did seem to play a 
crucial part in the association between the idea of “doing good” and the notion 
of love, along the line of what is described in the Bible as one of the most im-
portant commandments, “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.”21 English 
writer Arthur Helps22 even argued in his 1844 Essay on the Duties of the Employers 
to the Employed that the construction of workers’ cottages could evoke that of a 
cathedral.

The devout feeling which in former days raised august cathedrals throughout 
the land, might find an employment to the full as religious in building a hum-
ble row of cottages, if they tell of honour to the great Creator, in care for those 
whom he has bidden us to take care for, and are thus silently dedicated, as it 
were, to His name.23

In 1870, in a study devoted to working-class well-being, French Abbé (abbot) 
Jean-Baptiste Tounissoux also drew a direct link between the Christian faith and 
the material aid given to the working classes by the more affluent.

One fact tending to become more apparent than ever is the effectiveness of 
Christian beliefs in bringing the hearts of rich and poor closer together. With 
rare exceptions, rich people who are sincerely Christian love the worker, and 
are happy to help him morally and materially.24

Although Tounissoux emphasised that men of “no faith” could also be concerned 
with the welfare of workers, he drew a, albeit questionable, distinction between 
their deep-rooted motivations and those of Christian philanthropists, defending 
the idea that only the latter were motivated by love, when, in contrast, the “mate-
rialists” cared for the working-class “in order to obtain crosses of honour” and “to 
make a higher position for themselves.”25

Nonetheless, references to the notion of “love” were far from limited to texts 
whose authors emanated from the clergy. One could take the example of a 
speech given by Émile Cheysson, a French engineer and social reformer, at the 
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Third International Congress of Low-Cost Housing (congrès international des 
habitations à bon marché) held in Bordeaux in 1895. His words were reported in 
the Bulletin of the Société française des habitations à bon marché (SFHBM), an 
organisation founded in 1889 that was behind the 1894 law (also known as “loi 
Siegfried”), which inaugurated the timid beginnings of public intervention in 
proto-social housing in France.

In certain resounding congresses, in certain meetings, which I don’t need to 
name further, one could have written on the door of the session room: Here, 
we hate. [...] Not us. What inspires us is, in the words of the first President, the 
affection of our fellow human beings; it is the love of all those who suffer and 
whose situation we want to improve at all costs. The holy books say that love 
is stronger than death; I believe it is also stronger than hate. By loving, we 
will disarm. We will counter hateful declamations with factual teaching, and 
when France, thanks to this beneficent law, so justly praised, will be covered 
with houses, [...] I believe that the promoters of hatred will not have much of a 
chance.26

It would, however, be erroneous to think that adherence to the Christian reli-
gion was seen as a sine qua non for the love of one’s fellow human beings. During 
the same congress, French jurist and historian Georges Picot announced the 
SFHBM’s intention to launch a survey of housing in France, and when mention-
ing the need to hire investigators for that purpose, he specified that:

First and foremost, in the broadest sense of the word, we need men of good-
will, i.e. men who care very little for themselves, who do not seek their own 
immediate interests, who love goodness for the intimate satisfaction it brings, 
and who have a high degree of love for their fellow human beings. Such men 
exist; it is necessary to find them. It doesn’t matter what rank they occupy 
in society, what their usual functions are, what their opinions are, what their 
religious beliefs are. Only one question needs to be asked: are they sincerely 
devoted to the good, without any ulterior motive?27

One could argue that Picot’s openness was not without calculation. The aim was 
to recruit people to carry out the survey, and it would thus have been counterpro-
ductive to address only Christians. But the French low-cost housing movement 
did indeed bring together many people of different religious denominations 
(among which Catholics, such as Émile Cheysson; Protestants, such as Jules 
Siegfried; or Jews, such as the heads of the Rothschild Foundation).28 This echoes 
Christian Topalov’s recent study on “the social worlds of Paris charities” around 
1900, which clearly shows that the SFHBM was one of the charitable organisa-
tions that displayed a certain “neutrality” in matters of religion.29

Love was, of course, not the sole motive invoked. In 1907, in the preface for a 
book on public insalubrity and expropriation,30 Cheysson argued that the “war 
on slums” (guerre au taudis) was as much a matter of “love of humanity” as it 
was one of “social preservation” since unhealthy housing could widely spread 
both germs of disease, and of social unrest.31 Moreover, it is clear from reading 
various printed sources that many authors aimed to convince capitalists of the 
benefits of taking better care of workers and their housing conditions by appeal-
ing to their business sense and not just their good feelings. This was, for instance, 
explicitly demonstrated by English writer and reformer James Hole in 1866.
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Assuming, for the sake of argument, that the old teaching of “love your 
neighbour as yourself,” of “doing unto others as you would be done unto,” are 
antiquated, if not obsolete doctrines, superseded by the new lights of “supply 
and demand,” “buying in the cheapest market,” etc., we do not ask the capi-
talist to pay one farthing more wages than those fixed by the most rigorous 
competition, yet he might easily effect a vast improvement in the homes of 
his workpeople, and so in their general condition, by devoting a very little 
attention to that subject. […] If his workpeople have to walk a considerable 
distance to their work, the mere loss of physical energy and effectiveness 
is considerable in the course of a year. If they are badly housed, he will lose 
much in their absence through sickness, and still more by their idleness and 
wastefulness, the result of their low moral feeling and want of self-respect. 
Large factory owners have often admitted that whatever they have spent in 
improving the education and social condition of their workpeople, has been 
a most profitable investment; and surely, among all the positive conditions 
of improvement, none are so powerful as a clean, comfortable, and healthy 
dwelling.32

Far from the notion of love, some publications thus highlighted direct associa-
tions between workers’ well-being and economic profit. However, when profit 
was the only motive, it meant another kind of love; a love of gain was taking over, 
leading some speculative builders to make architectural choices that proved dis-
astrous for the inhabitants. It is what French jurist Antony Roulliet, also involved 
in the SFHBM, underlined in 1889 when discussing the case of the city of Lille in 
northern France:

From 1856 onwards, as the city grew, it became possible to think about 
housing for the less well-off, but the love of gain led some owners to create 
poorly ventilated dwellings or workers’ housing estates which have been 
criticised.33

On the contrary, when those involved were keen to provide quality housing for 
workers, they sought out the best possible architectural type, which, again, ac-
cording to Roulliet, was the individual house.

The cellar in Lille has thus been replaced, or at least will be to some extent, 
by the detached house, the type lovingly pursued by the apostles of healthy, 
low-cost housing.34

An unequivocal link was, therefore, often established between the personal mo-
tivations of the developers and the architectural form and spatial layout of the 
dwellings built for the working classes. Furthermore, the architecture of the 
dwellings was itself supposed to be able to develop feelings of love within the 
workers, which is the issue this paper will now focus on.

2. Love as consequence

2.1 Building morality through dwellings: From love of home to the respect 
of oneself

I am not interested in the vague mentions of the notion of love that were some-
times made by some authors, such as French theorist Georges Benoît-Lévy 
when he visited the garden cities in Milanino, on the outskirts of Milan, which 
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he described as “a city of peace and love.”35 Instead, I am concerned with a more 
precise concept, that of “love of the hearth” or “love of the home”36 (in English), 
“amour du foyer” (in French), or “Liebe zum eigenen Herd” (in German). In 
France, it was mentioned several times by the architect Eugène Viollet-le-Duc in 
his eighteenth Entretiens sur l’architecture,37 when he emphasised his clear pref-
erence for single-family dwellings.

Some well-meaning people believe, with some basis in fact, that the ap-
pearance of the premises has an influence on the mores of the inhabitants. If 
this observation is correct, we must agree that nothing is better suited to 
demoralise a population than these large rented houses, in which the per-
sonality of the individual is erased and where it is hardly possible to admit 
the love of home and, consequently, the benefits that derive from it. [...] The 
private home, on the other hand, however modest it may be, always bears 
the imprint of its owner’s habits. [...] Man always takes an affection for 
what he believes he has created, and this affection, when it attaches itself 
to the domestic home, is healthy. In my opinion, therefore, the tendency of 
a significant proportion of the public to abandon rented houses for private 
dwellings cannot be overly encouraged, and to some extent it depends on 
architects to help this evolution in mores, by studying the most economical 
means of enabling mediocre fortunes to settle in private homes.38

The semantic field of “morality” is crucial here, as for many authors, ensuring a 
worker’s attachment to his home would lead him to develop, or reinforce, moral 
behaviour and thus to detach himself from activities deemed reprehensible, such 
as the frequenting of drinking establishments. Scientific literature on industrial 
housing has already largely analysed this dimension of social control. In addition 
to the studies mentioned in the introduction, one could, for instance, think of 
Fani Kostourou’s recent article on the Mulhouse cités ouvrières (workers’ housing 
estates located in the east of France), which tackled these very issues, coining the 
expression “social reform follows housing” (or “moral reform follows domestic 
reform”).39

Continuing this line of reasoning, I argue that studying the uses of the term 
“love” offers an operative lens to understand better one aspect of the reasoning 
behind the link forged in the nineteenth century between housing and the mo-
rality of the working class. It is indeed quite striking to realise that, during this 
period, many authors explicitly associated the feeling of love with the idea of 
“home” but also with what they perceived to be grand moral principles such as 
“work” or “order.” In all these cases, the construction of morality in the workers 
involved awakening their own feelings, rather than forcing them to act morally.40 
Instilling, through the influence of their dwellings, a deep desire to behave in 
this way, and in the end, to respect and even love themselves. Austrian Ludwig 
Klasen’s description of the Stracig workers’ colony built by Ritter, Rittmeyer & 
Cie provides an obvious illustration of that mechanism:

The impression that everyone receives when looking at the houses and 
apartments of this colony is that of a friendly comfort, which is quite suitable 
to evoke the love of one’s own hearth in the workers and to awaken a sense of 
order and cleanliness.41

In that sense, Klasen’s empirical observation strongly echoed Viollet-le-Duc’s 
theoretical considerations:
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From love of home comes love of work, order and wise economy. So we need to 
make people love the home, make it attainable for as many people as possible, 
and do our utmost to solve this problem. The architect could not set himself 
a nobler task.42

On the architectural front, just as Antony Roulliet expressed his love for the mai-
son isolée (isolated house) and as Viollet-le-Duc spoke of his general preference 
for the maison privée (private house) over the maison à loyers (rental buildings), 
many people involved in the field of working-class housing also asserted the 
moral superiority of this type of accommodation.43 This was, for instance, the 
case in Mulhouse in the early 1850s, before the actual construction of the cités 
ouvrières began.44 Consensus was not, however, general, and that question was 
the subject of numerous debates because of its social and political implications. 
I will focus on another example, namely the discussions that took place within 
the Association française pour l’avancement des sciences (French Association 
for the Advancement of Science) in 1886 when publicist and economist Arthur 
Raffalovich presented his work on working-class dwellings in the United States. 
Discussing this study, which tackled the issue of single-family homes, some 
members of the association expressed the concern that the workers’ attachment 
to a small house would hinder their freedom of movement, both in physical and 
financial terms. In addition, Charles Mathieu Limousin,45 a worker, journalist, 
and labour activist, considered individual dwellings too narrow and flimsy and 
explained that he preferred the more “monumental” system of the Familistère 
of Guise, a collective housing complex in northern France inspired by Charles 
Fourier’s phalanstery, which began construction in the north of France in 1858. 
Conversely, historian and economist Émile Levasseur invoked the notion of 
“love” to state that:

It is good to be at home, the love of property exists in the worker as in all men; 
the working-class family that has its own house is more interested in its 
interior, which it arranges to its own liking, and in the little patch of gar-
den that it cultivates; large, well-ordered working-class houses such as the 
Familistère de Guise are very useful for the well-being of workers. However 
[...] the small house owned by the worker [is] superior, especially from a moral 
point of view.46

2.2 Strengthening the keystone of social order: From love of home to love       
of family

Levasseur’s mention of the “working-class family” is far from anecdotal. Indeed, 
if a connection was established between the worker’s love of home and virtu-
ous conduct, both were linked to harmony among working-class families. The 
construction of dwellings for the workers was indeed regularly presented as the 
cement of the family structure, as explicitly stated in a study by Swiss scientist 
Johann Jakob Balmer-Rinck, according to whom “the most beautiful and ideal 
goal of the construction of workers’ housing always remains the spiritually en-
nobling influence that the home of a family is able to exert on its members.”47 
Tellingly, in French, the term “foyer” originally refers to a place for cooking, like 
“hearth” in English or “Herd” in German, but by metonymy, it also designates 
the family itself.

Attachment to the home was often presented as a consequence of the con-
struction of model dwellings. However, according to numerous authors, its 
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development did not solely depend on the developers’ decisions, for the love of 
home did not simply call for attention to architectural form, internal distribu-
tion, or spatial layout. From the 1890s onwards, particular emphasis was placed 
on the importance of the interior design of the accommodations, especially how 
furniture was to be arranged by the workers themselves. Georges Picot, for ex-
ample, pointed out in 1901, on the occasion of the inauguration of houses built 
in the suburbs of Paris by a low-cost housing company aptly named “La Famille” 
(“The Family”).

You will have all these satisfactions, gentlemen, in these charming houses 
that your skilful architect, Mr Coutelet, has built with as much art as taste. 
Visiting them a few moments ago, I noticed that even before they were 
completely finished, the future owners had taken possession of the walls, 
covering them with paintings and engravings, and arranging their furniture 
with a happy harmony that reveals their love of home at first glance. Not only 
will the new inhabitants enter with joy, but they will become attached to their 
home; they will love it, it will become a part of their lives; they will see in it 
the extension of their existence, more certain to last than themselves.48

The underlying aim was not only to foster an instinct for property ownership, but 
also to encourage the working class to develop an emotional relationship with 
their home and a sense of responsibility towards it. At the turn of the century, 
it seems some authors wished to bring workers closer to a more bourgeois ide-
al of life, moving away from monotonous working-class housing estates towards 
individual accommodation offering a distinctly personal character, even though 
this model was obviously not financially accessible to all workers. In 1892, for 
instance, one could read an article about German working-class dwellings pub-
lished in the French architectural journal La Construction Moderne.

The “cité ouvrière,” as it was understood just a few years ago by the big 
industrialists, has not always produced the results expected of it. The family 
was too much confined to a monotonous, uniform setting [...]. Today, we 
strive to give the home some variety, to isolate it, to give it a little personal 
character. [...] Having long noted the moralising effect of property on the 
poor family, we are now striving to increase this effect by developing its aes-
thetic feeling to the same extent as its love of home.49

At the time, the work of enhancing the dwelling was presented as relying mainly 
on women, just as numerous studies50 have already analysed the working-class 
“home” as a woman’s realm in the nineteenth century. The wives were indeed 
considered responsible for “keeping” their husbands at home, away from the 
pub, as stated by Roulliet when referring to the houses built for miners in Anzin 
(northern France):

[...] the cleanliness of the home is, in fact, the first condition of the love it brings 
with it; at Anzin, where everyone is at home, life is a little solitary. It is up to 
the wife to make the interior pleasant and to keep her husband there; it has 
been rightly said that the mother is a school, and it can be argued that the 
wife is and remains the attraction of the home.51

Beyond the interior of the dwelling, the garden was seen as another element to 
transform and elevate working-class families on a moral level. Writing about 
the “Arbeiterkolonie” in Esslingen (Germany) in 1882, French economist René 
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Lavollée pointed out, for instance, that “the gardens bear the imprint of the love 
with which their owners cultivate them.”52 As the movement to develop allot-
ments gathered momentum from the end of the nineteenth century onwards, 
numerous publications were issued on the subject, affirming the importance of 
these spaces for the moralisation of working-class families. French writer Louis 
Rivière emphasised the “healthy” spirit of competition that could develop be-
tween neighbours and the opportunity that the garden gave the father of the 
family to pass on practical knowledge, which echoes recent scholarship on the 
question of fatherhood in working-class homes.53

Emulation soon sets in among neighbours: first, you want your vegetables to 
be as beautiful as the others, and then you want them to be the most beau-
tiful. And this feeling of self-esteem soon transcends the small gated barriers 
to transform the whole of life. The family is reconstituted. Earlier we saw the 
child working alongside his father, receiving his advice, getting used to ask-
ing for it when he’s in trouble, and learning respect in the process.54

In all these texts, the two connected forms of love—love of home and love of fam-
ily—were more or less explicitly presented as conditions to maintain social order. 
Fostering love through architecture, interior decoration, and garden cultivation 
thus appeared as a means of controlling the working-class population and its as-
pirations from the youngest age, generation after generation, as stated in several 
articles from the SFHBM’s Bulletin:

Workers on their way to owning a healthy home with a small garden be-
come attached to the soil they cultivate, to the house they improve, become 
far-sighted and develop a taste for economy. Children raised in this environ-
ment retain a love of home and respect for their parents.55

If the worker is content in his own home, the love of the family, an essential 
principle of morality, can germinate in the hearts; instead of remembering 
the paternal dwelling with horror, as they sometimes do, the children, when 
they have left it, will like to evoke the sweet image of the family home. It will 
be a comfort to them, and they will want to build a similar home of their own, 
where they can become good people and good citizens.56

This agenda was precisely what some socialist thinkers, such as Engels,57 were 
contesting. As I have already mentioned, the “housing question” was indeed the 
focus of numerous ideological clashes at the time.

2.3 Fostering patriotism: From love of home to love of homeland

These political implications are reflected in another use of the notion of love. In 
addition to leading to family harmony, love of home was also regularly associ-
ated with love of the homeland. Elsa Vonau has already highlighted this shift in 
her study of garden cities at the beginning of the twentieth century, where she 
notably discussed the debates surrounding the Erbbaurecht in Germany and ex-
plained that during this time, “Häuslichkeitsliebe” (“love of domesticity”) was 
often conflated with “Vaterlandsliebe” (“love of the fatherland”).58 But this asso-
ciation between the two forms of love was already very present in the nineteenth 
century: as early as 1840, in The Old Curiosity Shop, Dickens wrote: “In love of 
home, the love of country has its rise.”59
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Similarly, in the first decade of the twentieth century, French economist Auguste 
Béchaux’ notion of love of home referred to very concrete political issues, and in 
particular, to an outspoken rejection of socialism:

For us, the domestic home—the “Heim”, as the Germans call it—not only 
has an incomparable charm, so much so that what is “heimlich” always 
holds and delights us; but love of home is also love of country, and we pity 
the “heimatlos” who knows no national ties, because all too often he will 
not have known domestic ties; he is “without fire or place.” So why are we 
surprised that he’s an internationalist and a collectivist?60

At that time in France, many of those involved in the habitations à bon marché 
(low-cost homes) movement regularly claimed that their actions could keep 
workers away from the “seducing, yet cruelly deceptive utopias” of socialism.61 
There is nothing new here; as has already been pointed out, these ideological 
disputes were already evident in the mid-nineteenth century, particularly in dis-
cussions about preferable types of housing, the single-family home or apartment 
blocks. But at the turn of the twentieth century in France, no doubt partly due 
to the slow institutionalisation of this field, this type of argument regained mo-
mentum in a very explicit and pressing way, which is particularly evident when 
reviewing the various speeches reported in the SFHBM’s Bulletin. 

The development of a love of home among the working-class was often seen as 
a source of international competition. Once again taking France as an example, 
one can see authors such as Alfred de Foville priding themselves on the specific 
attachment that would clearly bind the French to their home, supposedly setting 
them apart from other nationalities emigrating overseas:

However low the French birth rate may be, there is no shortage of poor, very 
poor people in our countryside who might be tempted to seek their fortune 
across the seas, as so many Irish, so many Germans, so many Italians do. But 
who knows if what drives these Italians, Germans and Irish to leave is not 
precisely the ambition and hope of finally having a home of their own? The 
love of the home they dream of outweighs, at some point, the love of country. 
The French peasant, having a home of his own right here, the fatherland and 
the home agree to hold him back: and he stays.62

And yet, in many French texts, it was not always the French term “foyer” that 
was used, but also that of “home,” especially from the 1900s onwards.63 This no-
tion was not translated; indeed, it has no exact translation in French. It was also 
rarely explicitly defined, and seemed to refer to a more encompassing approach 
to domestic space but also more directly to the living experience of the British 
and maybe, to a lesser extent, the Americans. Their relationship with their home 
thus often appears as a source of envy for some French authors, and interesting-
ly, quite a similar phenomenon could be observed in Germany at the turn of the 
twentieth century, as recently evidenced by Isabel Rousset64 when discussing 
Hermann Muthesius’s Das englische Haus. In France, ten years before de Foville, 
art critic Émile Cardon indeed lamented:

Foreigners have, more than we do today, this love of the domestic home that we 
once had and which we lost, alas, a long time ago. It is in our interest to get 
back to it, because it is love of family and home that makes for love of country 
and the great national virtues, so necessary to a nation as tried and tested as 
we have been.65
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He once again asserted the importance of women’s domestic work:

It is undoubtedly women who will make the greatest contribution to achiev-
ing this goal. It is, we are convinced, the woman who first has the instinct 
for the good and the beautiful, who will most actively put into practice the 
advice designed to transform her interior; it is she who will devote herself to 
this task and pursue it with perseverance, if only to make her husband and 
children love the home more, and keep them there longer.66

Cardon’s book did not specifically discuss the decoration of working-class dwell-
ings, but he did insist that these desirable interior improvements were within 
everyone’s financial reach, arguing that it was “not even a question of money” 
and that all it took to transform one’s home was “strong will and perseverance.”67 
In France, this can be directly linked to the development, at the end of the nine-
teenth century, of initiatives to encourage “art for all” and the tasteful furnishing 
and decoration of habitations à bon marché in the vein of the Arts and Crafts 
movement, which was promoted by authors such as Henri Cazalis (under the 
pseudonym Jean Lahor).68 This period saw the emergence of specialised peri-
odicals such as Ma Petite Maison (“My Little House”), in which the link between 
“love of home” and the prosperity of the nation was also explicitly drawn:

The home is, in fact, the stable element of any family, the centre where a line 
of beings can grow and prosper. The love of home, the desire for well-being, 
the principles of economy, are the essential factors in the happiness of peoples, 
and the great nations of today are those where the feeling of family and the 
love of home are best developed. […] A nation is only as great as the strength 
of its children. A family is prosperous only through the love of home.69

Finally, the political stakes involved in home ownership could have consequenc-
es for the way in which the housing construction process was approached. My 
final example is that of the workers’ houses built for railway workers in the sub-
urbs of Lyon, for which the opinions of future owners were sought. When they 
were inaugurated in 1892, Émile Cheysson commented on the extent to which 
this method of joint conception could reinforce national feeling:

An Italian economist, Vigano, claimed that each of us has small homelands 
concentric with the big one, and that the love we feel for our favourite chair is 
also part of patriotism. How much truer is this joke—profound in its hu-
morous form—for the house we own, which also owns us! This truth is even 
truer, if possible, when each family has been involved, as here, in the construc-
tion of its home.70

Conclusion

This paper highlights the many links that can be woven between the notion of 
love and the question of working-class housing in the second half of the nine-
teenth century. Interestingly, relatively few changes appear in the discourses 
over the period studied, except perhaps for a greater focus on the interior design 
of dwellings at the end of the period.

By bringing together mentions of love from different publications, I have put 
together a varied kaleidoscope. Still, two points are important to emphasise. 
First, it seems crucial not to smooth out the differences in approach, intention, 
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and thought of these numerous authors. Although I have tried to provide con-
text for the main text excerpts examined, an extensively detailed analysis would 
be beyond the scope of this paper. Second, this research should not lead to over-
estimating the importance of the notion of love in discourses on working-class 
housing. Despite its presence in a variety of texts, it often occupied a fairly mar-
ginal place and was, of course, absent from many other writings.

In any case, analysing the question of workers’ dwellings through the prism 
of the notion of love appears to be an operative heuristic tool for studying the 
eminently political role played by this subject in the nineteenth century and 
for highlighting the social control intentions of many actors in the field, hence 
consolidating and deepening the results of numerous previous studies on these 
issues, while revealing new research perspectives. This notion of control seems 
fundamental because, even though these discourses often talked of encouraging 
workers to make their homes their own or even to involve them in their concep-
tion, an underlying goal of maintaining social order almost always appeared to 
be at play. This once again reaffirms the importance of language as an instru-
ment of power. The mention of feelings was never anecdotal but hinted at the 
will many people from the dominant classes had to permeate not only the work-
ers’ homes and families but also, to a certain extent, the workers’ minds.
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à Bordeaux les 20, 21 et 22 
octobre 1895. Organisation et 
compte rendu des séances,” 
Bulletin de la Société française 
des habitations à bon marché, 
vol. 6 (1895), 496: “Dans certains 
Congrès retentissants, dans 
certaines réunions, que je n’ai pas 
besoin de designer davantage, 
on aurait pu inscrire à la porte 
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amoureusement poursuivi par les 
apôtres du logement sain et à bon 
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certain point des architectes 
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s’attacheront à leur maison ; ils 
l’aimeront, elle deviendra une part 

de leur vie ; ils verront en elle la 
prolongation de leur existence, 
plus certaine de durer qu’eux-
mêmes.” [author’s translation]

49. André Lambert and Eduard 
Stahl, “VIIIe lettre d’Allemagne 
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enfin, là-bas, une maison à eux 
? L’amour du foyer qu’ils rêvent 
l’emporte dans leur cœur, à un 
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